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Irish Whale and Dolphin Sanctuary

ÅProposed by the IWDG in December 1990

ÅDeclared on 7 June, 1991

The Taoiseach announced today that the Government of Ireland have declared all our seas a 

Whale and Dolphin Sanctuary.  It is a clear indication of Irelandsô commitment to contribute 

to the preservation and protection of these magnificent creatures in their natural 

environment, and to do everything possible to ensure that they should not be put in danger of 

extinction but should be preserved for future generations.  Under this legislation the hunting 

of all whales species, including dolphins and porpoise, has been totally banned within the 

exclusive fishery limits of the State.  The Declaration of the Whale and Dolphin Sanctuary 

within the exclusive fishery limits of the entire countryis the first in Europe and will, 

hopefully, be followed by other maritime nations.

24 species to monitor in entire EEZ



Implications of Sanctuary Declaration

ÅWelcomed by a wide range of international organisations

ÅRidiculed by others as empty political gesture

ÅRaised awareness of cetaceans and management issues

ÅFacilitated funding for research and monitoring

ÅDiscussed in Dáil Eireann

ÅLed to more active involvement in the IWC

ÅOften quoted in government documents                                    
as justification for policy or action

ÅCreated momentum towards creating                                
political will 

Discussion Document produced in 1993 by the IWDG 

to explore the implications of the sanctuary declaration.



Is Ireland a Sanctuary for Whales and Dolphins ?

ÅLimited knowledge on 
distribution and abundance 

ÅFisheries Bycatch  

ÅCompetition for fish

ÅPollution

ÅHabitat Degradation

- Marine Ecotourism 

- Windfarms

- Disturbance

Fin whale off West Cork

ÅAwareness

ÅMedia interest

ÅSome research funding

ÅWhale-watching

ÅAbundant cetacean populations

ÅAcknowledgement of 
responsibilities

ÅNew Songs about whales !!



Special Areas of Conservation in Ireland

ÅRequired under the EU Habitats Directive

ÅBottlenose dolphin ïShannon estuary

ÅHarbour porpoise ïBlasket Islands and Roaringwater Bay

ÅAll are Candidate Special Areas of Conservation

Harbour porpoise Bottlenose dolphin



Lower River Shannon cSAC

ÅStages:

Å1993-94 and 1996-2000: studies showing resident and a calving area

Å1995: dolphin-watch operators requesting Marine Protected Area status

Å1997: draft Refuge for Fauna Order, transcribed Habitats Directive

Å2000: transmitted to Brussels

Å2001: Draft Management Plan

Lower River Shannon cSAC

ÅQualifying interests

Åsecond largest cSAC

Å18 habitats on Annex I

Å6 species on Annex II



Notifiable Actions

ÅManagement of activities through a list of Notifiable Actions

ÅPermission required from Minister for:

Åoperation of commercial recreational activities (e.g. sailing schools, 

diving tours, jet ski hire, dolphin-watching tours)

Åintroduction (or reintroduction) into the wild of plants or animals of 

species not currently found in the area

Åcutting or harvesting growing algae

Åany other activity of which notice may be given by the Minister from 

time to time



Competency of other government departments

ÅOther activities listed which may require consent from another 

government department:

ÅRemoval of soil, mud, gravel, sand or minerals

ÅOperation or extension of aquaculture activities

ÅFishing by any type of net

ÅFishing by pots, crab, whelk, shrimp and other species

ÅDredging whether for fishing or for other purposes

Åplacement of structures or devices on the seabed



Requirements for dolphin-watching vessels

Å abide by Conservation Plan

Å abide by Code of Conduct

Å supply monitoring data

Å provide education and interpretation

Å accreditated (Saoirse na Sionna)

Marine Notice 15 of 2005



Commercial fishing:

Å pots for lobster

Å drift/draft net ban in 2007

Å pair-trawling for sprat/herring

Å local use of marine resources, acknowledged by fisheries department, 

but no action or implementation of notifiable action policy

Pair trawlers searching for schools of sprat in the Shannon estuary



Dredging

Å Disposal at Sea licence (1996)

ñan independent observer, with relevant expertise, shall accompany the dredge/dump 

vessel to monitor and record the activity of dolphins during the duration of the works to 

which this permit relates.  A buffer zone of 2.5km (approx. 1.4 nautical miles) shall be 

imposed around the dredge/dump vessel and all dredging/dumping will be suspended if 

dolphin activity occurs within this zone (for the duration that such activity occurs within 

this zoneò

Becoming a requirement of dredging/disposal activities elsewhere



Acoustic surveys

ÅCeltic Explorer stopped from carrying out multi-beam survey 

of Shannon estuary in 2004

ÅLed to ñMitigating measures for the protection of marine mammals 

during acoustic seafloor surveys within Irish Watersò(NPWS 2007)

ÅMainly seismic but also Multi-beam and side-scan sonar ñOnly 

applicable within bays/ inlets estuaries and within 1500m of the entrance 

of enclosed bays/inlets/estuariesò


